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STUDY TRAVEL TAKES MONTANA TEACHERS TO FARAWAY LANDS
MISSOULA -The first trip overseas for Janice Bishop, a teacher at Missoula’s Big Sky High School,
was memorable.
Bishop joined 12 other Montana educators on a monthlong study trip that took them to
Beijing, to a predominantly Muslim region in China’s far west and to Kazakhstan, an oil-rich
former Soviet republic in Central Asia.
The trip, designed to expose history teachers to key themes and world areas that are often
neglected in high school curricula, was funded by a U.S. Department of Education FulbrightHays Group Project Abroad grant, which was awarded to The University of Montana’s Maureen
and Mike Mansfield Center and Central and Southwest Asian Studies Program.
“I remember vividly our first morning in Beijing and how giddy I felt,” Bishop said. “As
we walked around the city, it was clear that Missoula, Montana, was far away. Yet people
seemed so open and friendly. One woman who sold us water asked me to sit in her chair. I must
have looked a bit ragged after the plane trip. It occurs to me now that she didn’t speak English
and, of course, I did not know Chinese. But we were able to communicate.”
The group spent four days in Beijing, where members were introduced to the booming
China that now rivals the United States in key areas o f trade. Their time in Beijing shed light on
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the country’s massive economic boom and the inherent growing pains that accompany such rapid
growth.
“China’s global economic expansion is awe-inspiring compared to that of the American
industrialization period,” Chad Latino said. Latino is a teacher at M issoula’s Hellgate High
School.
“If we follow any industrial revolution throughout the world, we see the results of an
expansion of the middle class and the increasing need for amenities,” he said. “In 10 or 20 years,
it would not surprise me to see the Chinese middle class make a call for cleaner air, better water
and an increase in green space.”
After leaving Beijing, the group spent two weeks in Xinjiang Province, an area located
along the path of the Silk Road that borders Tibet and several former Soviet republic countries.
The province provided a look at a very different China, where Chinese emigres live among a
Muslim majority that predates the area’s involvement in the ancient Silk Road - a region of
cultural exchange for more than 2,000 years. Here the rapidly developing city o f Urumqi sits
amidst a dramatic landscape of mountains and desert, new superhighways intrude on traditional
nomadic holdings and the urban landscape is dotted with Arabic-style Uighur signs and richly
colored traditional bazaars. Fragrances of lamb kebabs and freshly baked flatbread fill the air.
“One night, I was walking around the bazaar area near the mosque very late at night,” said
Patricia Hixson, who also teaches at Hellgate High School. “A vendor had stacked up his boxes
of shoes outside, with a rock to keep them from being blown away. I don’t think many store
owners in Missoula would have felt confident enough in people’s honesty to do that.”
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Yvonne Gritzner, program director for the Montana Committee for the Humanities, also
joined the study trip. She reflected on the group’s visit with a 110-year-old villager outside
Kashgar, a small desert oasis town in Xinjiang Province.
“The surprisingly common personal appreciation of reforms realized by Mao Zedong and
the profound changes they brought to the elder’s life - giving him land, respect and status - was
an important lesson for us, as Americans, to better our understanding o f the multifaceted history
of that area in China,” she said.
“I was amazed by the diversity present in Xinjiang,” said Hellgate High School teacher
John Marks. “The Uighurs, the Kazakhs and all the other people live in close proximity to one
another and seemingly get along well.”
The cooperation between the Chinese government and the various ethnic minority groups
in Xinjiang Province impressed Elizabeth Rowe, executive coordinator o f UM ’s Mansfield
Center. Rowe described that cooperation as far superior to our country’s own treatment of
American Indian peoples.
“I’ve read about China’s oppression of its minorities,” she said, “but the Chinese
government educates the Uighur children in their own language until they reach college level, at
which point they have the option to continue with Uighur language courses at the university.”
A final week in Almaty, Kazakhstan, offered the group a fascinating introduction to a
burgeoning society in which there remains a complex balance between the residual Soviet
influence and the rich culture of the Central Asian locals.
Billings High School teacher Sue Robinson remembers the “tremendous tenacity” of the
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people the group encountered as they traveled.
“For the most part, they were warm and generous people who love their land and their
heritage,” she said.
The study trip provided not only memorable personal experiences for the participants, but
also material that will enhance their teaching on contemporary issues in China.
“The lessons about the Silk Road are so rich,” Bishop said. “Now the trick is to bring this
to the students. We will share stories and pictures o f the camel rides, the grape vineyards, the
bazaars, the donkeys and a 110-year-old man we met to bring the information closer to their
lives.”
Terry Weidner, director of UM ’s Mansfield Center and leader o f the project, said the
study trip not only reflects the University’s commitment to educational outreach, but also fits
comfortably into a new emphasis on historic and contemporary links between China and Central
Asia.
“These two areas of strength at UM will be significantly advanced by a U.S. Department
of Education grant to help the University create a significant new sub-curriculum devoted to
China and Central and Southwest Asia,” Weidner said.
UM Professor Jeffrey Gritzner, Billings Middle School teacher Shane Spears, Burt
Medicine Bull of Chief Dull Knife College in Lame Deer and Missoula teachers Jennifer
Copley, Sue Babcock and Matt Stergios also participated in the monthlong study trip.
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